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Abstract 
The definition of a good school depends not only on who defines it, but also on the  purpose, time and  circumstances 
under which it is defined. In a society the definition of a good  school usually includes the concepts  of an effective, good-quality 
and best-scoring school.  When talking about the concept of an effective school, the aspects of education and management should 
be emphasised as school focuses mainly on educational activity which, from the viewpoint of management, is often seen as the 
provision of educational services. It is also important to take into consideration the fact that a school is an organisation which acts 
in a changing and complicated social environment, which has in its disposition very limited resources and involves many 
different interested parties, such as institutions of educational management, school administration, teachers, students, parents, tax 
payers, society. All the aforementioned interested groups may have different expectations with regard to the activities carried out 
by school, therefore, the criteria for assessing school effectiveness may differ. Thus when formulating the definition of an 
effective school, it is important to emphasise the accord/compromise between the interested groups concerning the values the 
school seeks to implement. As a result, the aim of this analysis is to explore the characteristics of a good or an effective school 
using the information provided in the scientific literature and the results of qualitative research carried out in Lithuania. One of 
the tasks of the empirical analysis was to identify what parameters are used by various education subjects (politicians, 
representatives of state institutions,  heads of schools, scientists, teachers, school graduates) to describe an effective activity of 
school. During the survey, both the method of individual and group discussion interviews were used. 
1. Introduction 
As regards the conception of a ‘good’ school, it should be noted that it is difficult to agree on a common 
definition as the conception of the good falls under a philosophical and subjective category. What one sees as good, 
another may evaluate as not good at all. In other words, each of us may differently understand what a good school is. 
One should pay attention to the fact that the content of the definition of a good school depends not only on who is 
defining it, but also on such factors as what the purpose of the definition is and under what circumstances it is 
defined. 
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In scholarly literature, the terms of an effective, successful, efficient or quality school are used more frequently 
than that of a good school; nevertheless, in practice these concepts mean the same (Scheerens, 2000, p. 18). Society 
uses the notions of a good, effective, successful, resultative, and quality school interchangeably as synonyms. 
Therefore, one might claim that the term of a ‘good’ school prevailing in general language includes the concepts of 
an effective, quality, successful and resultative school. 
When analyzing the conception of a good school, first, one should take into consideration the fact that a school is 
an organisation operating in a complex and changing social environment, having in its disposition limited resources 
and involving many different interested persons/groups, such as education management institutions, school 
administration, teachers, students, parents, tax-payers, and society on the whole (Cheng Y. Ch., 1993). All the 
aforementioned interested groups may have different expectations with regard to the activities of a school, therefore, 
the assessment criteria of what they understand as ‘good operation’ may differ. What teachers consider to be 
important learning results may not necessarily be important to students, parents, the leadership of a school, local 
community or government institutions. Moreover, it may be that any of the aforementioned groups (or even all of 
them) understand the definition of a good school in their own way or that members of any of the groups do not agree 
on the definition of a good school. In developing the conception of a good or an effective school, first of all, one of 
the competing values should be chosen. At this stage, agreement/compromise among the interested groups is of 
paramount importance. 
Effectiveness is usually defined as obtaining the wanted result (Levine, Lezotte, 1990). Effectiveness shows the 
degree of accomplishment of the chosen goal (or the wanted result). It is measured by setting the relation between 
the degree of implementation of the goal and the resources used for achieving that goal. Nevertheless, to evaluate 
the effectiveness of operation of educational institutions, more attention should be paid to the results achieved, not 
to the resources used for that purpose, though educational and organisational processes should not be disregarded 
either (Bagdonas and Jucevičienė, 2000, p. 97). A school may achieve its goals but it may be done in a totally 
irrational way. However, if too much emphasis is put on the efficiency indicators, the quality of the services 
provided may decrease (for instance, if the number of students one teacher is teaching is increased, students’ 
dissatisfaction with the lack of attention paid to them will also increase). Therefore, in assessing the effectiveness of 
school operation, it is important to keep the balance between the quality of education services and the rationality of 
using resources.  
On the other hand, the result of an educational service is not only the outcome of the provider’s (teacher’s) 
performance. In education, an active participation by a student is necessary so that a service provider and a user 
would interact and an educational process would take place. In other words, without the student effort no high 
quality of education may be achieved. Consequently, in assessing the performance by the provider of an educational 
service, the input of the student himself/herself and the peculiarities of the functioning of the whole system to which 
the educational service is integrated cannot be ignored.  One might claim that the effectiveness of teaching 
(learning) and educational services also depends on the student’s cultural environment and the efforts put by 
him/her.   
The aforementioned problematic aspects of the conception of a good school prompted the authors of the article 
to carry out  research and to analyse what the characteristics of a good  or an effective  school are and to identify the 
processes supporting them by means of the analysis of scholarly literature and the results of qualitative research 
carried out in Lithuania. 
 
2.  Characteristics of a Good School in Scholarly Works  
The conception of a good school became the subject of discussions of educational community when the studies 
of social sciences showed that home environment plays a greater role a child’s life than a school s/he attends. This 
led to the conclusion that schools on the whole have almost no impact on their students’ lives. To contradict this 
opinion, a lot of studies were carried out by separating family environment from school environment and 
determining whether some schools are more effective than the others; if so, the attention was paid to what factors 
determined their effectiveness. Eventually, the aim is to identify what school is an effective school. As mentioned, 
the use of the definition of effectiveness is prevailing in scholarly works. However, effectiveness is not described as 
the quality of results. Reynolds Edmonds (1979), one of the first supporters of school effectiveness, combined the 
definition of quality, as the mastering of the main skills, and shift. From his viewpoint, an effective school is a 
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school which provides opportunities to the children of the poor to obtain at least the minimum of the basic 
knowledge a school gives, which is considered to be the minimum to the children of the middle class parents. In this 
way, as regards school effectiveness, the importance of social equality was emphasised, and the very conception of 
school effectiveness was based on the idea that all children are able to study.  
Subsequent studies enabled the expansion of the conception of school effectiveness. Taking into consideration 
the fact that environment influences student advancement, the main focus of the studies now is to explore student 
advancement instead of their results as it was before. Mortimore (1991) defines an effective school as a school in 
which students progress further than might be expected from consideration of its intake. This definition is based on 
the added value of a school. The term added value means supplementary contribution a school makes to the 
knowledge the students already have and to the existing factors of the environment.  Moreover, it is thought that a 
school may be considered to be effective if it aims at student advancement according to individual abilities of each 
student and if it ensures the environment appropriate for every student to achieve the highest possible level of 
education. 
Scholarly literature is full of studies analysing the operational processes of effective schools with the aim to 
identify the characteristics which determine the success of a school. Although works by different scholars depict 
different features of effective schools, many common focuses may be found in them. The following table presents 
the characterisation by several authors who wrote in different periods of time.  
It is worth noting that previous scholarly works emphasised the importance of leadership and management, 
meanwhile, later works are more oriented towards the cooperation between school, parents and teachers and towards 
their collegial solutions. In consequence, the trend is to move towards a more liberal and participation-oriented 
model of school management with shared responsibility. 
 
3. Method 
To analyse what parameters are used by various subjects of educational system to describe what a ‘good 
school’ is, a qualitative study was carried out. The study involved 53 informants: Lithuanian educational policy 
makers and implementers (7 informants), heads and deputy heads of general education schools (12 informants), 
scholars (4), teachers (10) as well as school graduates (20). To reveal objective comprehension of the parameters of 
a good school, informants were selected in similar proportions from every region of Lithuania and every school type 
(except for the type of school-kindergarten and of primary school). For the study, the methods of individual and 
group discussion interviews were employed. The interviews were transcribed. The textual data was analysed using 
content analysis.  
 
Table 1. Characteristics of a good school provided by the scientists. 
Edmonds, 1981 Lezzote, 1991 Sammons, Hillman, 
Mortimore, 1995 
Marzano, 2003 Hudson, 2009 
• the principal`s leadership 
and to the quality of 
instruction 
• a pervasive and broadly 
understood instructional 
focus 
• an orderly, safe climate 
conductive to teaching and 
learning 
• teacher behaviours that 
convey the expectation that 
all students are expected to 
obtain at least minimum 
mastery 
• the use of measures of 
pupil achievement as the 
basis for program 
evaluation 
• safe and orderly 
environment 
• climate of high 
expectations for 
success 
• instructional 
leadership 
• clear and focused 
mission 
• opportunity to 
learn and student 
time on task 
• frequent 
monitoring of 
student progress 
• home-school 
relations  
• professional leadership 
• shared vision and goals 
• a learning environment 
• concentration on 
teaching and learning 
• purposeful teaching 
• high expectations 
• positive reinforcement 
• monitoring process 
• pupil rights and 
responsibilities 
• home- school 
partnership 
• a learning organisation 
• Guaranteed 
and viable 
curriculum 
• Challenging 
goals and 
effective 
feedback 
• Parent and 
community 
involvement 
• Safe and 
orderly 
environment 
• Collegiality 
and 
professionalism 
 
• is collaborative; 
• is pupil centred; 
• has a commitment to a variety of  teaching and 
learning styles with as much student involvement 
in their own learning process as possible; 
• has explicit high expectations; 
• has shared values and goals; 
• provides an effective learning environment; 
• emphasises the value of positive 
reinforcement; 
• is, itself, always learning; 
• affords students rights and responsibilities 
where all involved are left in no doubt that 
disrupting the education of other students is 
totally unacceptable; 
• has good and mutually beneficial links with 
the business community; 
• has strong and valued  home–school links.
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4. Results and discussion 
 
 Informants of different groups described a good school using similar parameters, however, they sometimes 
emphasised different aspects. It may be noticed that in the characteristics accentuated by the experts, internal 
operation parameters are prevailing, a special focus is paid to the educational content and process, to the 
environment and consecequences of education; meanwhile, school heads tend to associate the operation of a good 
school with the interaction between schools, its community and external environment.  
 In accordance with the analysis of scholarly literature and the results of the qualitative study, it is worth noting that 
both the scholars in their works, and the informants who participated in the survey paid the most attention to the 
issues of educational content and educational process, especially to the individualisation of educational content and 
process, meanwhile the aspects of rationality of the use of resources were not discussed or were touched upon only 
superficially. The understanding of a good/effective school does not fully correspond to the conception of 
effectiveness of organisational operation as not enough attention is paid to the aspects of management in organising 
the educational process. 
 Having analysed the data of the entire study (data of theoretical analysis and qualitative study) we have noticed 
that part of the outstanding characteristics of a good school reveal a certain state or result, meanwhile other 
characteristics describe processes which create conditions for achieving the mentioned state or result. Having 
systemised all the data, all processes were categorised into the main (teaching and learning) and supplementary 
(school management) processes. The main processes include the fields of the content and methodology, incentives 
for high accomplishments, and assessment, whereas the processes of school management involve leadership, 
strategic management, provision of favourable environment for education (studying) and development of 
organisational culture. A more detailed content of those processes and their results are presented in the table (see 
Table 3). However, attention should be paid to the fact that they can not be treated as a list of recommendations 
upon the implementation of which a guaranteed success might be expected at school. The aforementioned processes 
and results may only provide assumptions for a successful operation of a school. 
 
Table 2. Characteristics of a good school provided by the informants. 
Politicians and independent experts School heads and teachers Users (school graduates) 
– agreement on values and aims of 
operation 
– school culture 
– attention to the quality of educational 
services 
– attention to the educational process  
– results of education 
– strategic management of a school 
– orientation towards the needs of the 
interested 
– democratic management 
– proportion between the expenditure 
and the results 
– added value of a school 
 
– adjustment  to the changing environment 
– open school 
– safe environment 
– preservation of values 
– modern school 
– social partnership 
– a learning organisation 
– qualification of heads and teachers 
– meeting the needs of the community and 
individual needs 
– attention to the quality of education. Student 
accomplishments  
– cohesive community 
– clear mission and vision 
– healthy and safe educational environment  
– orientation towards individual student needs 
– consolidation of student motivation and self-
confidence  
– qualified teachers 
– attention to quality of education 
– aiming at advancement 
– teaching (learning) accomplishments 
– development of student creativity  
– fostering independence and responsibility of 
school members 
– effective dissemination of information 
  
 
Table 3. The main processes and results outlining a good school. 
 Field Processes Results of the processes providing conditions for 
achieving the final result 
Final result 
T
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Content and 
methods 
orientation towards learning a conscious/goal-oriented student 
C
re
at
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e,
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rp
ri
si
ng
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nd
 
re
sp
on
si
bl
e 
ci
vi
l 
so
ci
et
y education according to individual abilities satisfaction with the process of education (studying) 
provision of various services of formal and informal 
education 
individual abilities revealed 
prompting student self-expression, 
fostering their abilities 
a creative student 
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In this way, in accordance with the study results, it might be possible to claim that a school is a good school  if it 
is aiming at the advancement of its all students regardless of the factors of their basic knowledge and environment; 
if it enables every student to achieve the highest possible level of education; if it prompts the manifold advancement 
of the school community members; if it constantly improves; and if it uses the existing and available resources 
rationally. 
 It should be noted that a good result of performance of a good school is not only a qualitatively trained 
student or graduate, but also the fact that such a school carries out a significantly broader social function. This is 
especially seen in less-populated localities, where a school is also the focus point of culture, support and self-
education. The school which involves the society into its operation and management processes, provides the society 
with an opportunity to improve, for example, by communicating with parents, it fosters their communicative, 
negotiation and social skills.  
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